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WOMEN IN NORTH QUEENSLAND 
Ms. P. Cahir 
A contemporary female social historian has written. 
The search for women's history is not simply a question of 
filling in gaps, of writing ourselves back into history to 
restore our 'amour propre', We need to know our past.... 
By showing that the role and 'nature' of women changes with 
each society we are helping to defeat the argimient 'that's 
how it's always been'. Since oppressive ideology is 
justified by reference to a false past, it is important 
for us to show what the past really was,...Historical  
understanding is essential to our struggle: we must 
know where we come from to understand what we are and 
where we are going.... 1  
This is the only justification for isolating women from the scJSTety in which 
they live to study them as a group. Indeed, it is not so much isolating 
women as seeing society as a whole; men and women in society, not men 
alone, "Women's history" for any other reason is destructive, adding to 
the suspicion which many men and women have frequently held: that females 
are extraneous to the mainstream of history, that they are merely freaks 
or ornaments, quite rightly to be looked at in total separation from real 
history. It is essential, therefore, that before the tenets of North 
Queensland history become too entrenched, the contribution of women to that 
history is examined and understood. What follows is merely a tentative 
first step. 
It is a fair generalization that women in Australia as a whole have 
been content to allow their roles to be defined as an adjunct to those of 
men. This willingness to submit to a male-dominated ethos is nowhere more 
evident than in early North Queensland. It is not that the first generation 
of women in North Queensland played no part in the formation of its society; 
they had a vital economic importance as housekeepers and population-producers. 
But it was a passive, non-active casting. There was no consciousness of 
the sex as a group, or as a group that might possess rights or needs which 
the traditional wife-mother mould might not satisfy. It was within the 
domestic sphere that the female contribution to the development of 
tropical Queensland's society was made; a non-contribution, in a sense, as 
this necessarily implied a subordination to the values and expectations 
of a larger society which was male-controlled. Women were, therefore. 
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frequently the victims of society. Even more frequently, they were 
unconscious yet active perpetrators of this state of affairs. 
The pioneering women of this region were not weak. Physically and 
psychologically, they were strong. They had to be, to withstand the rigours 
and isolation of their lives. Many travelled with their husbands in 
bullock drays and carts, over rough terrain, camping in tents and cooking 
over open fires. Mrs. James Lamond for example, was on the road for eighteen 
months as she, her husband and small family moved, jolt by painful jolt, 
2 
from Victoria to Cooktown. Mrs, Brown, one of the first white women to 
reach the Atherton Tablelands, packed her two young children in kerosene 
3 
cases that dangled from the sides of a mule, as she made her journey north. 
Rachel Henning, Mary Costello and Lucy Eden are only three of the more 
celebrated of such bushwomen. The C.W.A. North Queensland Pioneers is full 
of the accounts of the doings of immigrant women following their menfolk 
to establish new lives on northern sugarlands or pastoral runs: Mrs. 
Allingham who arrived at the Burdekin in I858, Mrs. F. Bundock of Peegunia, 
Mrs. Mann of Maryvale, Mrs. F. Halfpapp of Atherton, Mrs. Fulford of 
Lyndhurst, Mrs, John Kennedy of Kensington Downs, Mrs, Daintree of the 
Upper Burdekin, Mrs, Robert Gray and many others, 
These women were frequently the only white females in an area of a 
hundred square miles, and were often left alone with only a gin or European 
servant for company when their husbands went off for business or exploration. 
They had to cope with the ordinary problems of isolation, such as sudden 
illness and plain loneliness, as well as the danger of attacks by Aborigines. 
Mrs. James Hall Scott, for example, had to cope by herself with the deaths 
of her two small children, from diptheria, as well as the death of the 
handyman left to protect her. Later, when the family moved to Bowen, she 
spent a night of terror keeping attacking Aborigines at bay from the 
k deserted homestead. 
Far from medical aid, such women frequently brought children into the 
world without any help at all or, at best, with that of a gin. As Mary 
Cu5ack in Kings In Grass Castles recalls of her grandmother's days -
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sometimes women gave birth alone while the frantic husband 
rode to the nearest neighbour fifty to a hundred miles away, 
perhaps returning to find mother and baby dead. But these 
were times to be spoken of in whispers, in female company 
only, and a woman tried not to cry out in labour lest her 
intimate distress be heard by menfolk and children.5 
Their houses were initially just tents or bush shacks, with an open air 
cooking gallery. Houses of sorts, made of slabs or bark were generally soon 
erected, with perhaps a proper homestead following that in the course of 
time. Visitors were rare; lady-visitors even rarer. Rations were hard to 
get and planning to make them last, when teams were delayed because of 
cyclones or floods, was no small problem. Salt meat, pigweed and camp-oven 
bread - sometimes made from weevilly flour for lack of anything better -
were the staple fare for much of the year. Yet women valiantly set about 
establishing poultry runs, orchards, vegetable plots and flower gardens, 
unfavourable weather conditions notwithstanding. Thus little oases of 
productiveness were established, scattered throughout the frontier colony, 
from Mrs. Allingham's hoxise at Hillgrove which, by i860, was "a happy social 
centre, surrounded by a wealth of beautiful flowers, creepers, gaily 
coloured foliage and glorious trees", to the flower garden of the first 
Mrs. Christison of Lammermoor, to the rose-trees, chrysanthamums and 
watercress carefully tended by the two Henning sisters. Stations usually 
employed a married European couple, or a Chinese, or the wives of stockyard 
Aborigines, to cook and work around the kitchen, though the woman of the 
house often did some of the cooking herself. 
This domestic sphere was the horizon of a woman's world, apart from 
the exceptional circumstances of the death of a husband or his continued 
absence. It was then "acceptable" for a female to step out of her female 
sphere. Mrs. Margaret McDonald continued to fulfil the contract her 
accidentally-killed husband had \andertaken, to supply timber for the 
construction of the northern railway. For three years in Townsville she 
supervised the feeding and loading of five teams. Mrs. Brown of 
kerosene case fame, set up and ran a dairy farm while her husband "went 
after the cedar"; and she alternated this activity with "scrubbing" timber 
7 
and driving a bullock team. 
But normally the woman was content with household life. The 
description of Mrs. William Mark of Burdekin River, for example, epitomizes 
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this: "she looked after the household part of the business very well, but 
took no part in the public life of the place, keeping herself and her little 
girls apart and secluded." As for others ... "Mrs. Edward Mytton of Wando 
Vale is essentially a homemaker"; Mrs. James Rollinson of Braceborough "is a 
real homemaker. Her pot plants and garden are a revelation"; Mrs. Andrew 
Wagner of Townsville "is an expert buttermaker and housekeeper". These were 
Q 
the ultimate compliments for a woman. 
Indeed, one is tempted to believe that many women - who, after all, 
were direct from Sydney, Melbourne or the Old Country - threw themselves 
into a domestic life almost as a defence against a surroundings and a male-
oriented life they neither understood or sympathized with. Mrs, Miles of 
Mt. Elsie, "was a devoted wife and mother. Her happiness was always in her 
homelife and she thus ever remained just the refined city girl grown older, 
with a shrinking dread of rough and ready colonial ways and manners." And 
Mrs, Frank Anning of Reedy Springs was 
a city girl who never became a bushwoman in its true sense, all 
through those twenty-eight years. She was absorbed in her 
husband and her family, the responsibility of their well-being 
resting on her,,,,She never became interested in the stock or 
station work, for years at a time never going outside the little 
paddock surrounding the homestead, never even on a ride or a 
drive or a family picnic,9 
Even the intelligent and witty Rachel Henning was content simply to do her 
brother Biddulph's accounts and copy his letters, and leave all station 
details and major decisions to his discretion and wiser judgement. 
For the frontier was a male society. In the 18T6 census, the North 
Queensland population proved to be 5,582 females as against 21,907 males. 
It was men who were opening up the country, men developing trade and 
resources, men making decisions affecting the location of settlements and 
townships. In some ways, it was a world that had no need of women. Roughness, 
the male domain, was essential in the wilderness. And the words of one 
adventurer-, 
This is the country for Young Men. Go North! Go North.'.,. 
Mother Earth,,..She loves the compelling touches of rough 
determined hands. Patience, courage, industry - these are 
her lover's wordsH 
indicate the almost sexual relationship between the explorer and the virgin 
bush. Similarly, in Devanney's Sugar Heaven later-generation canecutters 
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experience a sensual longing for "the cut", a love-hatred for the cane. 
"Look at it," exclaims Hefty, "there it is,' Hot for the knife'. How a man 
hates it, begadi . . . Look at it'. It's alive, begad I Waiting for the 
12 knife," It was a relationship completely beyond the comprehension of the 
womenfolk of these men. Indeed, when a man overdid attention or concern 
for women, he was a figure of fun. A,J. Draper, a Cairns businessman, for 
example, was ribbed by his friends for his "domesticated" state. The 
standing joke told against him was that once, in a pub, he had asked the 
barmaid where she had got the peculiarly-cut whiskey decanter from, as it 
was "the very thing my wife wants for some sauce or something," His mates 
13 
were amazed at this eccentric unmasculine interest in home affairs. 
The sphere of women in developing North Queensland was therefore a 
domestic one; their part in its development was seen as a civilizing one, 
"An educated man begins to deteriorate as soon as he gets beyond the reach 
of ladies' society," remarked Charles Eden of his experience in the Port 
Denison region in the l860s, Edward Palmer, in his early history of North 
Queensland (written in the l890s) refers to only four women in all of his 
268 pages, and each reference is along the lines of - "Mrs. Thompson's 
hospitality at Mt. Emu is proverbial and the refinement that prevailed in 
all the arrangements at the head station gave additional value to the 
welcome." Women painted, like Christison of Lammermoor's first wife; 
wrote diaries (many of which, like Mrs. Allingham's were lost) or letters, 
or poetry (the most prominent poetess being Sarah Sloan Thompson who came 
out from Scotland especially to wed her building contractor sweetheart); 
organized musical parties and picnics, like Mrs. Mytton of Wando Vale and 
the two Mrs. Allinghams of Hillgrove and Muralambeen; made lampshades, 
papered walls and hung pictures, as did Annie and Rachel Henning. It is 
interesting that no one ever sat in the Henning parlo^ lr without a coat, and 
that visitors to the Edens, "in honour of Lucy", the lady of the house, 
also wore coats at night. Often these bushwomen continued playing the 
genteel role expected of them in middle-class England, even though it was 
frequently utterly unsuitable to Queensland conditions. Most outback women 
of the early days persisted in wearing crinolines. For instance Robert 
Gray wrote that his wife lost much of her wardrobe in a fire, including her 
crinoline - "a most necessary article in those days and her ingenuity was 
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afterwards severely taxed to manufacture one." Lucy Eden caught fire 
three times in six weeks, simply because her voluminous skirts almost 
inevitably touched the red-hot logs of the open-air fireplace she had to 
17 
cook over. Some women actually died of such burns. It is not too far-
fetched to say that the crinoline under the hot Queensland sun was a 
symbol of women's preparedness to submit to the stereotype expected of 
them, and the force of that stereotype. 
Not all outback and farming women accepted the narrow world of 
domesticity thrust on them by a society which regarded marriage and 
motherhood as the only goals for womankind. The second Mrs. Christison of 
Lammermoor hated station life and the C,W,A, Book's waspish comment is 
"she had absolutely no pioneering instincts." The same book is equally 
curt about women who actually left their husbands because they hated the 
restricting North Queensland environment. There are two and one half 
pages on Ernest Henry, pioneer of Cloncurry, and then only a tiny paragraph 
on his wife: a tantalizing, unfinished sketch of a girl who stayed at 
Cloncurry only a short while and then returned south. Silence hangs over 
her action, perhaps because she knew - as did her biographer - that in her 
18 
society she was both a rebel and a failure. 
Then there was the young wife of Charles Armstrong, who detested her 
domestic career on a sugar plantation at Mackay and left it for Europe and 
fame as the great Dame Nellie Melba, But such dramatic simimary action was 
rare; stoic acceptance was the commonplace. Frustrations did, however, 
unleash themselves in diaries, as is revealed in the description of one 
woman's day - 23 January 1903 - as she sits alone, with her two children, 
on a drought stricken station: 
Is my life to be all grey? There are times when I feel, oh, 
so rebellious. That is when memory recalls the pictures, 
galleries, sculptures and the lovely gardens and the holy 
music in the churches and the concerts and the operas,.. 
And she ends the entry with -
The saddest thing is that there are so many others facing and 
bracing themselves to bear bravely the same dreary fate.19 
But there was no communication between them, and isolation was the hardest 
thing that bushwomen had to bear. Menfolk came and went and were always 
sharing the company of their own sex. Yet how could there be consciousness 
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by women of themselves as a group, or of their contribution to the 
formation of a society when individual women were often separated by a 
hundred miles and often never left their properties for twenty years at a 
time? 
Even when an organization was finally established - the Covmtry 
Women's Association, in 1922 - to forge commiinication between women deprived 
of close links with others of their sex, it proved to be an organization 
fundamentally supporting the status quo, geared to make life more tolerable 
for countrywomen without questioning the established relations of the sexes. 
Though one contributor to its Newsletter in 1972 might write, "The power 
of women is enormous; we have the numbers, but we must also gain the 
expertise,..we must...recognize the real needs of the community and hammer 
20 
away until we get something done," the C.W.A. has concentrated too much 
on Cookery and Crochet competitions, handicraft classes, catering for 
functions etc, so that its members were given only an institutionalized 
or enlarged version of their own household concerns. It did not really 
s 
widen the woman's horizon. 
Significantly, one of the major themes through much of the work of 
North Queensland female novelists is an attempt to define the male-female 
relationship, and to examine the workings of this relationship in the 
North Queensland setting. In The Northerner by Joan Colebrook, the station 
owner's wife Elizabeth 
was dimly aware, from behind the welter of her ceaseless 
activity, that part of herself had never lived, that it had 
been buried beneath the needs of her children and her 
husband, that it had died from inanition and loneliness so 
that like a continually lopped tree, she could grow no other 
way now than the way she had grown.21 
Sarah Campion in The Pommy Cow explores the reaction of Mo Burdekin, a 
typical strapping outback male, to his English suffragette sweetheart. 
"A woman has no business with principles!" he explodes; and later, "You 
can think all you like when it's light, but at night you must stop thinking. 
But he never really understands her ideas, or regards them as important 
enough to merit his attention. Nor does he comprehend her basic needs and 
exasperations that result in the articulation of Women's Rights, and the 
suspicion of marriage as "a piece of superstitious mumbo-jumbery" in which 
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the female finishes up being "possessed." Disappointingly, but perhaps 
realistically, the end is inconclusive. 
Not so with Jean Devanney, a New Zealand Socialist who came to live 
in tropical Queensland. Especially in three of her novels, Cindie. Sugar 
Heaven and Out of Such Fires, she focusses on the situation of a woman 
entering a man's world and changing that world. The heroine of Sugar Heaven 
Diilcie, is a Sydney girl brought by her canecutter bridegroom Hefty to 
Silkwood (twenty miles south of Innisfail). At first hating the life and 
opposing the A.W.U, strike going on at the time, she gradually becomes 
sympathetic both to her surroundings and the strike - so much so that her 
husband resents her interference. Moreover, she actively sets out to 
organize the women of the area as a group, for educational and social-action 
purposes. When Dulcie excitedly begins to tell Hefty of this momentous 
decision of hers and of her plans, he - thinking along typical male lines 
of what is momentous to a female - believes she is about to tell his she is 
pregnant. The lack of woman's involvement in society is seen by Devanney 
as a direct result of men's attitude to women, Dulcie finds it hard even 
getting women to help in strike relief work because "lots of husbands are 
too jealous to allow it," "I think that this interest I feel now in women," 
she confesses, "may arise out of my love for Hefty. Not until I loved Hefty 
23 did I realize the relationship of woman to man." 
In Out of Such Fires Devanney takes this examination a step further 
by looking at the oppression laid on women by society as a whole, especially 
the Church. An intelligent, educated city girl Helena comes to a station 
for a working holiday and, rather incredibly, falls in love with and marries 
the owner's son, a stern, conservative and religious Catholic. Helena 
disbelieves in the religious and legal bonds of marriage as a merely procreative 
institution. "Legal trivalities have nothing to do with morality and love," 
she tells her aghast husband, who can only echo the words of his priest-
friend: "A woman must submit herself to her husband. The Church has laid 
oil 
it down. The husband, the wife, the child." Helena eventually converts 
her husband to a perception of the hypocrisy and superstition, as Devanney 
sees it, under which he is living. But, unfortunately for happy-ever-after-
hankerers, he is murdered before they can begin a New Life togetherI 
But, as so often with literature, it is only the creative artists 
(even if they are not first class creative artists) who explore the darker 
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side of society's serene surface. And though the women of Devanney's or 
Campion's worlds might prove themselves as individual beings and wring 
immense attitudinal change in their menfolk, such vanguard action was not 
noticeable in the real world outside the fictional one. 
What of women in the North Queensland towns? Little has been written 
about townsfolk, yet what is revealed in the patchwork insight into their 
lives gleaned from early newspapers is not very different from the situation 
of their bush sisters. The town woman's sphere was basically a domestic 
one also, the typical arrangement summarized in the description of the 
Draper's arrival in Cairns: 
While Mrs. Draper was busy making herself familiar with the 
best housekeeping methods in the primitive community, her 
husband settled into the business and public life with the 
energy that marked his progress.25 
Very often their lives were as fixed as the women isolated on stations for 
years at a time. Mrs. Hannaford, who arrived in Townsville with her 
husband in 1873, moved to Eyre Street, North Ward and lived there, without 
26 
shifting or going south once, for fifty-five years. But at least she 
had pleasant views and sea breezes. The worker's houses in South 
Townsville were much less kind to the housewife. Built of wood and iron, 
with badly drained yards, their kitchens were usually poky little 
27 
cupboards on the hottest side of the house. Even on such basic 
architectural matters directly affecting their comfort and working 
conditions, women did not lobby for improvement. Their acceptance of the 
short-sighted spec-builder's faults - which, in the case of the kitchen's 
positioning, could easily have been averted - was an acceptance of the male 
builder's assumption that women's work did not really matter sufficiently 
to warrant special thought or planning. Not all women were submissive 
about what went on around them. Mrs. Tom Lynett of Winton was instrumental 
in agitating for a wide main street so that lady-shoppers could browse and 
28 
chat in comfort under the tree-lined streets; and at Bowen in I878 a 
group of women physically prevented the demolition of a convent, forcing 
29 their parish priest to buy it back. 
But all too often women took a back seat. As settlements grew in 
size and community needs, facilities like hospitals were required. 
Frequently it was a woman who first saw the need and set the ball rolling. 
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In Barcaldine, the wife of the police magistrate, Mrs. Francis, began raising 
funds for the establishment of a hospital on her own initiative. Building 
began in I887 and when it was finished, except for the resident male doctor, 
it was fully staffed by a female matron and nurses. Yet the committee who 
ran the hospital and determined its policy, from the appointment of staff, 
to how many needles should be ordered, was all-male: local men, not local 
women. This is typical of most North Queensland hospitals. The woman's 
place was in the backroom as fundraiser - a task she took up whole-heartedly, 
judging by the number of Euchre parties, balls, afternoon teas and concerts 
which newspapers record. The same kind of casting is found in School 
Committees. Sunnyside School at Mackay and Charters Towers Central State 
School were certainly not alone in having all-male committees, or definite 
separation of sex activities. At the I9II Sunnyside Arbour Day, Mr, Fox, 
the Committee chairman, extended a separate thanks to "the Committee, and 
the ladies" - the Committee for their efficient running of school 
administration; to the ladies for their excellence as tea and scone-makers 
i ' 3 1 
m satisfying hearty Arbour Day appetites. Various church groups also 
had ladies committees to raise money and provide refreshments. The 
townswoman, naturally, had more opportunity to indulge wider interests. 
There were musical societies, opera and dramatic groups, discussion groups. 
But when women did meet regularly on an educative basis, it all too often 
degenerated into an excuse for tea, chat and sing-song. Or when, as with 
the Townsville District Women's Christian Temperance Union, it was urged 
that meetings should be made "more educational", the order of the topics 
suggested for instruction reveal the thrust of their interests: "cooking, 
housekeeping, hygiene, divorce laws and women's franchise".-^^ When a male 
speaker was invited by a male organization in Charters Towers to speak 
publicly on a serious topic, the organizers must have taken for granted 
that few women would think to attend, and so went out of their way to 
advertize a special "invitation cordially extended to the ladies,"^^ 
From an early age, of course, a girl was educated to this belief 
that her only goal and only sphere of influence, was a homely one. In 
Queensland schools girls were not taught the same standard of maths as boys 
till 1900; they were expected to do needlework instead. As one observer in 
1875 said. 
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Fancywork of great ingenuity and little use, and novel reading, 
seem to be the main occupation of girls. They are never 
forced into close painful application in their schooldays.... 
They have forgotten the small amount they learnt by the 
time they are twenty.3^ 
Secondary schools rarely gave academic education to the few girls who 
progressed past primary classes. More often they were like the Bowen Sisters 
of Mercy Convent which offered to its students the subjects of "violin, 
pianoforte, singing, french-oil painting, Irish Point lace. Limerick lace, 
35 dancing and darning." Before the establishment of State Schools in towns 
and rural areas (beginning in l875) most education was left to private 
academies run by women. Even after these were things of the past, women 
predominated in Education Department staff. For it was one of the most 
prestigious of the respectable jobs open to females. All Queensland 
teachers underwent the pupil-teacher system. They spent four years teaching 
by day, and studying in their free time to pass annual examinations, exams 
which were of a lower standard for females. Women teachers were thus 
poorly trained, and generally taught as they had been taught; and looked 
on their teaching as "just a job", a fill-in till marriage. One female 
ex-teacher who began teaching in 1909 remembered that many of her peers 
happily accepted transfers to country areas in order to find a husband. 
Her successor at Prairie was keen to go there for that reason, and soon 
married a local farmer. Female teachers, therefore, perpetuated the 
oppression at work moulding the feminine self-attitude. A woman had no 
incentive to see education in any other light. She found it difficult to 
make a successful career of teaching as women did not have the automatic 
public and Departmental acceptance which men possessed, and they lacked 
security of tenure which their male colleagues enjoyed. It was nearly 
always the case that women were left in the primary area, males supposedly 
possessing the superior academic power required by secondary schools. 
When women were employed at the secondary level, they were generally in an 
inferior position to the headmaster and were sometimes there simply to 
teach "light-weights" such as Music or Drawing, Some women did succeed, 
however, though at personal cost. Mrs. Fitzpatrick, deserted by her 
husband and left with three young children, opened the Girls and Infants 
School in Townsville in I876, in primitive conditions. Despite these, 
despite six pupil-teachers who resigned in rapid succession, and a 
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Department which was rigidly unsympathetic, she battled on till she became 
ill and was transferred to a South-east Queensland country school. The 
Inspector congratulated her for "the masculine complexion of her mind and 
her abnormal governing power," and she ended up headmistress of a big 
37 Ipswich school. Nuns were also prominent in education. Convent schools 
were being set up in most northern towns to cater for the Catholic population 
from the l870s and the special attitude towards women, and nuns in 
particular, can be seen in the description of the Mercy Sister's arrival 
in Charters Towers: "When in 1882 there arrived in the Towers two refined, 
sweet-faced ladies in the habit of nuns, there arrived with them a first 
touch of gentle culture." 
What other alternatives were open to women between the years of 
school and marriage? Robert Gray's comment in 1913 is as accurate as any: 
Girls in most cases on leaving school desire to enter as 
assistants in shops and millinery establishments, or seek 
employment as typists, or in other genteel occupations. 
Domestic servants, so-called, are not in favour with the 
youth of either sex in North Queensland.39 
In every colony, Australian girls showed a refusal to be tied down to the 
drudgery of domestic service, though they readily submitted to similar work 
within marriage. The same applied to North Queensland. This lack of 
servants was one reason why even middle-class women spent so much time on 
household duties. Advertisements for house-maids, general servants and 
cooks were constantly appearing in the various towns' papers and their 
repetition revealed the lack of response. What servants there were, were 
generally "new chums"; and the boatloads of single women who arrived at the 
North Queensland ports were targets not only for wife hunters (and many of 
these women arrived especially to marry - a man in particular, or any man), 
but also for intending employers. They were housed at a Depot on arrival 
where their intending mistresses could look them over and bid for their 
services. But the girls could afford to be choosey. Charles Eden acquired 
an Irish girl from the Depot at Port Denison for thirty pounds a year to 
go out to his station and was told "to think yourself lucky to get anyone 
at all to go to such an outlandish place." But the arrangement did not 
work, at least not for Eden. The girl wept the whole time at the prospect 
of the bush, where she'd be "kilt entirely" and made herself so disagreeable 
that her employer sent her packing, after having paid her passage - which 
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he found was "exactly what she wanted, having been offered more wages by 
other persons in town." Then there was the scene in the employment 
bureau in Townsville in I886 when a woman, come to hire a maid, was not even 
given an opportunity to interview the girl before the latter began to 
interrogate her and flounced out on hearing she would only get Thiirsdays 
1+1 
and Sunday afternoons off. And a traveller in an upcotintry North 
Queensland hotel noted that the two maids 
did their work in the mornings but in the afternoons they used 
to dress themselves in the most elaborate manner and lounge 
about in our chairs in the verandah,...Servants at these hotels 
consider themselves of quite as much importance as the visitors 
and so in fact they are, and give a great deal more trouble.^2 
Many of the "local girls" became dental or shop assistants, dressmakers, 
nurses, governesses, waitresses, cafe proprietors, landladies, hotel 
proprietors, barmaids. When novel careers were urged upon women, as by the 
editor of the North Queensland Herald in 1905, stressing the need for 
female photographers, the reasons were depressingly traditional: "the 
ordinary man has not the necessary tact and patience to overcome a child 
sitter's timidity and strangeness,,,whereas to the average woman a child 
is always interesting." A few women did break free from the set female 
job moTild: Phoebe Lewis, a sixteen year old Townsville girl, in I898 
became the first linotype operator in Australia with the Townsville Daily 
1+1+ B \ i l l e t in . 
On the topic of newspapers, women's pages had early appeared in North 
Queensland papers. The North Queensland Herald had a "Ladies Page" every 
week, with a gossip column, jokes, poems concerning love and marriage, 
recipes and handy hints; the Wild River Times had a "Gossip From Woman's 
World" weekly feature in which were enimierated all the latest news about 
fashion, dress and trims; and the Charters Towers Mining Standard had an 
"Our Ladies Column" recording the ins and outs of everyone's doings - such 
as "The Misses Summers spent a day in Townsville last week" or "The Whist 
Club entertained Dr. Clatworthy on Friday afternoon at the Crown Hotel." 
But it was only through reading such items that the female was reminded of 
her womanly position and of what ought to interest her. Advertisements 
aimed at a similar goal. It is not only today that women are seen by 
manufacturers as consumer objectives. 
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The overwhelming number of unclassified advertisements in these early 
papers seem to be for medical products, and the weaker sex was a major 
target for their sale. Attractively set out, with the appearance of actual 
news items and with such inducing titles as "Are Women Wise?", "Fearless 
Cloncurry Lady", "The Case of Mrs. Esther Simpson", "A Lady Sick Unto Death", 
"Choosing a Wife", "Mothers Who care", these catchy little paragraphs zip 
their way to a telling conclusion, when the reader has no rational choice 
but to rush out and purchase Ayer's Sarsparilla, Clement's Tonic, Dr. 
William's Pink Pills for Pale People or whatever else is being articulately 
offered. Certain of these advertisements are a definite put-down to any 
attempt on women's part to rouse herself from that family-centred, family-
minded consumer. "Against New Women" ran one heading -
The 'new women', with her aspirations and mannish mode of 
airs, can never become a success, for the simple reason 
that Nature is against her. Woman is not constituted like 
Man. Her internal organism can stand less strain and needs 
a great deal more attention than that of the male being. 
If any part of the digestive or female organs become 
deranged, the whole system becomes affected.^° 
Obviously, the only cure for such a doomed creature was Bile Beans for 
Biliousness and an end to any move towards equality with the male of the 
species whose internal organs were of a hardier nature. And if women were 
not convinced of their own weakness, male readers almost certainly were. 
North Queensland, pronounced Robert Gray, possessed "a climate where the 
white woman physically deteriorates" and the only solution as he saw it 
was for either coloured servants, or a trip south to cooler latitudes every 
1+7 
summer. 
This frailty extended to mental frailty also. One letter-to-the-
editor-writer in the Mackay Mercury was so put out that a mere female had 
written and criticized his contribution that he felt impelled to write 
another letter so that h e , the male, would have the last word. His 
condescending tone was evident in: "Another thing I should like to 
impress upon her mind, if it is possible to impress her with anything 
weightier than her own plum pudding...." Predictably enough, the woman 
wrote back, angrily denoinacing the implication that her cooking was 
liR 
anything but the lightest and the best. 
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White women in North Queensland therefore were pushed into - and 
pushed themselves - into a subordinate position in society, natural enough 
in a frontier society which regarded marriage as the natural destiny for 
all women, and where women themselves were prepared to accept marriage on 
practically any terms. When mating was the name of the game, and possession 
and security the prizes, there was little room for delicate personal 
relationships to grow prior to the "hitching" - on either side. It was a 
situation that debased the male-female relationship. In an environment 
where a woman was rare, it was her "femaleness" that was the dominant 
characteristic rather than the personality as a whole. Entry into marriage 
- if it came to actual marriage - was a frequently hurried and very 
unsacred affair. Blainey tells the story of a coach arriving in Cloncurry 
one day with 
a buxom woman sitting beside the driver. It seems that the 
woman caught the eye of the butcher as he stood in his apron 
outside his shop and he shouted out, 'Hi there, will you marry 
me?' To his amazement she shouted her consent and they went 
to the courthouse and were married. 1^-9 
And one station-owner arranged a wedding-breakfast for one of his Chinese 
shepherds, who was marrying an Englishwoman. When the Chinese failed to 
arrive, and the congregation became impatient, the owner, "with a mighty 
oath said 'that sooner than disappoint her he would marry her himself and 
married they were, then and there." Most other station owners were more 
delicate in their affairs du coeur. Having the money to travel south or 
to Europe, most went to those civilized havens in search of a soul-mate 
and life-partner. Christison of Lammermoor journeyed - twice - to 
Edinburgh for his wives. 
Little reference is to be found regarding European prostitutes, but 
they certainly existed, and even more certainly, were well patronized. 
If European women - members of the ruling race - were regarded as 
second-class citizens, what of their sisters in other races? It is 
impossible to account for Kanaka and Chinese women, as the information is 
so scarce, apart from the fact that they were very few in numbers. Among 
Pacific Islanders, men outnumbered women by 10 to 1, and only a few 
Chinese introduced their wives to Australia. But there is more data 
available about Aboriginal women. Gins were frequently employed by 
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stations as cooks, kitchen helps or nursemaids and many were mistresses or 
prostitutes, for white men's pleasure. But in their traditional state. 
Aboriginal women possessed a domestic rank not greatly different to the 
white woman's. 
Aboriginal society was divided into three ranks: initiated men, 
initiated youths and women. Until puberty. Aboriginal children of both 
sexes lived similar lives, but once they reached puberty then entered quite 
different worlds. For the male, circumcision was the threshold to a life 
of increased spiritual knowledge and power. The meagre ceremony involved 
with the female's introcision symbolized the virtual cessation of her 
spiritual development and her readiness for marriage. The male's pursuits 
were thus on a higher plane. It was he who hunted big game, painted and 
created artistically, had access to sacred objects and sites. The woman's 
position was a more menial one though many tribalwomen did have their own 
secret ceremonies from which men were excluded - some commemorating their 
"femaleness" and some very erotic, although as Abbie says, all being "pale 
imitations of the men's." 
In various northern areas, women provided 60-70^ of the food, and at 
52 
some times of the year 90^. Women worked more regularly than the men. 
Taking the children with them, they spent the day collecting witchetty 
grubs, frogs, honeyants, reptiles, birds, eggs, small mammals, roots, seeds, 
herbs. They always carried a digging-stick with them for such purposes and 
everything, theoretically, collected during the day was put into a common 
pool at evening. (In practice, much was eaten on the spot). Women winnowed 
the seeds and made seed cake back at camp, collecting the firewood in the 
late afternoon, sometimes carrying 5O-6O poiind bundles on their heads. 
Men could use their power of tabu to their own advantage at times. 
Roth, the Northern Protector of Aborigines in the early part of this century, 
reported that certain foods were forbidden to any woman, young or old and 
that whenever a particular food was scarce, the old men could institute a 
ban for his wives over any food which they wanted to reserve for themselves. 
When pregnant, a woman also had the limits of her menu lessened. A female 
could sometimes declare a tabu, but only in a male's interest - for example, 
a wife declaring a tabu on a certain food to ensure her husband, or son 
53 ' 
partook of it. A woman had no marriage freedom; she was bestowed. 
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Promised to a certain husband at birth, or before birth, a woman generally 
went to live with her husband at about twelve years of age and began 
having intercourse with him on reaching puberty. The first child usually 
came when she was about sixteen. Roth observed that at Torilla and Pine 
Mountain, when the time for the marriage consummation came, the woman was 
not told, but was "captured" by the male while she was out working. At 
Pennefather and Proserpine Rivers, a girl during her first three menstrual 
periods underwent the ceremony of being buried from the waist down all day 
for five days - without being able to scratch herself or eat anything 
except one sort of yam. Only her mother and sister could be with her. 
This lack of marital freedom reduced women to the level of chattels. 
Exchange of wives was a frequent commvinal action, whether wives were willing 
or not. Such exchanges took place before a revenge expedition, to show 
the unity and friendship of the members. When a party was about to attack 
another tribe, if that tribe did not want to be attacked, it sent out its 
women; and if the attackers were prepared to settle the dispute without 
fighting, had sex with the women. If not, they sent them back untouched. 
Any final making of peace always included a temporary exchange of wives to 
show friendship; and at times of great excitement in the male ceremonies, 
the men went aside and had intercourse with the women. A visitor to an 
area was usually given the loan of a wife in return for some gift. This 
was a custom that the white man did not understand. 
The woman, therefore, was very much something to be used; though that 
is not to say that no affections existed in Aboriginal relations. Men 
could have as many wives as they wanted, though it was rare to find one 
with more than four; and a widow automatically became the property of her 
late husband's brother, to dispose of as he wished. Divorce was permitted 
to a male, but not to a female and it was common for a man to beat his 
wife. The woman however, had the universal feminine weapon of her tongue, 
and her digging-stick was the Aboriginal equivalent of Western woman's 
rolling pin, A woman could always appeal to her male relations if she was 
beaten too often. They might kill the tyrannical spouse, or enable her to 
leave her husband and retire to the women's camp. The women's camp was the 
community refuge for all unattached women, where widows too old for 
marriage went, as did pregnant and menstruating women (men feared the 
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magic power of a woman's blood). It symbolized the apartness of woman, her 
sexual inferiority. 
Aboriginal woman, therefore, like white woman, shared the common fate; 
submission to the demands of a society which was male run and gave her no 
option but that of the wifely stereotype. In the case of the whites the 
reasons for this are evident. North Queensland was a frontier society, 
where masculine values that made up "the Australian Legend" were to the fore. 
It had to be a rough and ready society, as life and death were often the 
stakes. But women, who were so frequently there, risking everything in 
these stakes, because of the inevitable biological and economic role 
separations a frontier society imposes, hardly left a mark on the fabric of 
the era, except via home influence on their menfolk. 
Moreover, North Queensland was colonial in its make-up till quite 
late and its role therefore was very much producing raw materials, with 
little industrialization or urbanization. Towns in the area were not true 
cities and certainly did not produce an urban intelligensia, a class which 
questions the mores and assumptions of a society, a class to which women of 
ideas and originality could gravitate. 
The very pertinent fact of the timing of North Queensland settlement 
also must be remembered. The decades from i860 to I9OO were years of High 
Victorianism, with strong social and moral pressures on women to conform to 
a submissive, wifely model that the rotund Windsor widow herself embodied. 
It was a period when non-domestic and childless women were widely regarded 
as a danger to social purity and national stability; and it was this self-
view which women took to Queensland with them and which the frontier 
environment nourished and expanded. 
And distance. Distance shaped Australian history in more ways than 
Geoffrey Blainey realized. Distance between outback women was certainly 
one factor in their powerlessness as a group. There was no means of 
achieving any sort of group consciousness or a shared awareness of common 
problems. 
Many people do not see the point of Women's Studies. But if history, 
among its other uses, is the study of developing cultures and societies 
then the very basic element in this is an understanding of the male-female 
nexus that makes up the foundation of this society. To reach such an 
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understanding, it is necessary to forage behind the male-oriented, male-
written history books and to reach a truly social history. We must see 
society as an organism: not just women, but men and women in their whole 
contemporary relationship. If we lack this utterly fundamental 
comprehension then we cannot even begin to understand o\ir own age. Studies 
beginning with, or centring on, women are thus more challenging and complex 
explorations. They are certainly a more accurate guide to social 
development and to a "what it was like to be there" approach to an era than 
the kind of history which merely records battles, treaties and political 
feuds. 
Perhaps John Stuart Mill's words might be the gauge of North 
Queensland's progress - "The elevation or debasement of women is the 
siirest and most correct measure of the civilization of a people or an age." 
How far, in fact, have we moved from the rude days of our colonial past? 
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